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This paper investigates meanings that motivate and that arise from abandonment of a product category.  Analyses of 15 in-depth

interviews with 16 Brazilian consumers who gave up automobile ownership suggest abandonment as a process. Three types of

abandonment were also outlined: 1) contingent; 2) positional; and 3)ideological.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Creation of meaning via consumption involves positive and 

negative choices, but several scholars and practitioners’ efforts 
have been devoted to positive aspects (Lee, Fernandez and Hyman 
2009). In the context of the recent interest in anti-consumption, vari-
ous studies have focused on more extreme and thus more “visible” 
manifestations of anti-choice such as, for example, actions involving 
boycotts or aversion to companies and brands (Hoffman and Muller 
2009; Sandikci and Ekici 2009; Cromie and Ewing 2009; Yuksel and 
Mryteza 2009). However, little attention has been directed to inves-
tigating abandonment which refers to the deliberate choice of giving 
up something previously consumed. (Hogg, Banister and Stephenson 
2009). 

Some authors relate abandonment behaviors to social transition, 
that is, changes in the life-cycle or status of individuals (Young 1991; 
Roster 2001; Hogg et al. 2009). Hogg and Banister (2001) propose 
that in order to maintain a positive self-image – or at least a norma-
tive self-standard - consumers avoid risks, rejecting products, brands 
or suppliers that are associated with undesirable or negative stereo-
types or reference groups. Hogg et al. (2009) present abandonment, 
aversion or avoidance behavior as the desired reaction to protect self-
esteem and avoid self-concept humiliation.

In this paper, we look into meanings that motivate the aban-
donment of a product category and also the meanings abandonment 
gives rise to. The research used a qualitative methodology to collect 
and analyze data obtained from in-depth interviews with 16 Brazil-
ian consumers who gave up automobile ownership. This category 
was chosen due to its intense symbolic dimension, with previous 
studies evidencing its relation with self-concept (Grubb and Hupp 
1968; Belk 2004), capacity to engender life-style and social class 
stereotypes (Belk, Bahn and Mayer 1982; Dalli and Gistri 2006) and 
potential to tangibilize ideologies (Hirschman 2003; Brown, Kozi-
nets and Sherry 2003; Luedicke and Giesler 2008). Interviews lasted 
between 60 and 240 minutes and were taped and transcribed (around 
450 pages of text). This analysis sought to find, refine and develop 
concepts, themes and events that could be codified and inter-related 
in order to construct theoretical proposals (Strauss and Corbin 1998). 

In the literature, abandonment is described as the act of giving 
up something previously consumed, thus presupposing that a deliber-
ate choice was made (Hogg 1998; Hogg et al. 2009).  The interviews, 
however, suggest that, rather than being a discrete event, an action or 
decision that is circumscribed by a given moment, abandonment is in 
fact a process. The accounts of former automobile owners revealed 
that various informants kept the same vehicle for long periods of 
time (in some cases years), even without using it, before selling it. 
Standing idle in the street or garage, without an effective functional-
ity, the car ended up contradicting the prevailing social view that 
it is an indispensable product, thus signaling the possibility of life 
without a car. The promise of autonomy and mobility expressed in 
the product’s advertising is erased little by little by a practice that 
shows that life is possible without it. Whether consciously perceived 
by the consumer or not, this period characterizes abandonment, a 
kind of discarding ritual (McCracken, 1986), which allows the mean-
ings that motivated the purchase to be “cooled” and legitimizes the 
decision to sell.

The analysis also outlines three types of abandonment: contin-
gent, positional and ideological:

COnTInGEnT
In this kind of abandonment the consumer is forced to leave the 

category due to a conflict between objectives or practical and mate-
rial limitations. Although they value the functional and/or symbolic 
benefits that the product confers, matters related to money, health, 
access to the product, space, family pressure, may lead the consumer 
to abandon it.  This is the case of Jorge, an informant that still takes 
part in an on-line community of car owners which he never aban-
doned even after selling his car. Jorge does not identify himself with 
the abandonment of the category and describes his abandonment as 
provisional and situational.

POSITIOnAL 
This is motivated by the demarcation of a symbolic distance in 

relation to consumers of the category. Thus, the decision expresses 
a difference and generates a sense of distinct identity for individu-
als. Leonard, one informant, has a good salary and job stability, but 
preferred to sell the car and recognizes that he is different from most 
people: “I have a tendency to question things a lot. I’m critical about 
everything. Several people think I disagree just for the sake of it.”  
Leonard does not consider the symbolic benefits that a car could con-
fer on its owner, valuing only its transportation function. “Because 
if you have a car and don’t use it, but think that it provides you with 
some kind of benefit, you’re not rational”.

IdEOLOGICAL
It is different from other types on account of its collective per-

spective. Consumers believe that society (and not just themselves 
individually) should abandon or rethink that consumption. This is 
the case of Eurico, an informant that advocates the use of the bicycle 
as a solution for the problems generated by motorized transport. In 
his interview he associates the car with individualism, with private 
space and isolation, to the detriment of the collective space. The phi-
losophy of a more sustainable form of consumption helps Eurico to 
construct a differentiated and positive identity that Cherrier (2009) 
describes as the “hero identity”: a way of acting that requires dedica-
tion and commitment to redefine and restructure daily life, articulat-
ing new meanings for consumption. Eurico seems to adopt this role 
and indeed he prides himself on already having convinced “various 
people to adopt the bicycle as a means of transport”.

Analysis suggests that abandonment can operate affirmative 
and positive differentiation and reinforce self-esteem, helping indi-
viduals to constitute identities and signal important changes in their 
lives. In abandonment, the individual foregoes the functionality re-
lated to the product. The symbolic associations, however, continue to 
be used, created and manipulated even after abandonment happens. 
When they speak of the benefits and advantages of abandonment, 
consumers “make use” and “take advantage” of the meanings of the 
discarded category. 
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